Ennead Four - Sixth Tractate - Sense Perceptions and Memories 


4.6.1 Sensations are of External Things 

Since we renounce the position that Sense perceptions operate via impressions in Soul (like the 
impression a seal makes into wax), then we must also reject the notion that Memory operates by the 
retention and access of such impressions (See Aristotle's On Memory and Reminiscence). If such 
impressions do not exist, how could they be retained and accessed? These two positions imply one 
another such that to reject one is to reject them both. Consequently, we must provide an alternative 
account. If we can show how the most vivid perceptions occur, perhaps we can extrapolate to Sensory 
perceptions and Memory. 


The sense of Sight allows us to perceive of a visible object when it is within proximity of our eyes. The 
perception is clearly of an object external to the Soul, as though the Soul was perceiving something 
completely outside of itself. If the Soul is looking outwards, and the perception is of a completely 
external object, then there does not seem to be anything coming into Soul that could leave an 
impression on it (like a sealing ring and wax). Indeed, if sight was an impression on the Soul, the Soul 
would have no reason to ever look externally. All of its Sensory experiences would occur internally at the 
level of the impressions within the Soul. Yet sight contains not only data about a visible object, but also 
data about its location and distance away. How could the Soul apprehend location and distance when it 
is perceiving an internal impression that involves no interval of distance? Further, how could the Soul 
apprehend a visible object's Volume and Magnitude? When we look to the Heavens, a large enough 
impression cannot be made in the Soul such that it accurately portrays its grandness. This is proven by 
the sense of amazement and bewilderment we experience when we gaze upwards. Finally, if sight 
operates by means of impressions within the Soul, then we would never be able to see an object itself. 
All of the things that we see would merely be shadow copies (i.e. impressions) of the objects 
themselves. 


We cannot see an object that is sitting directly on our eye. We require some interval between the object 
and our eye to see it. The same must be true for the Soul, perhaps even to a greater degree. If sight 
were an impression within the Soul, how could the Soul see it? The seer and the object of sight must be 
distinct. Thus, the agent that sees must be distinct and external to the object being seen. In turn, Sight 
involves the perception of something outside of Soul, not within it. 


4.6.2 Sensations as the Products of Powers of the Soul 

If Sensations are not impressions made upon Soul, then what are they? If it does not seek something 
internal to itself, then sensation must be Soul affirming something outside of itself. Contrast suffering an 
affection with the potency of action. Since action upon an external object is the definition of a power, it 
is our view that Sensations are the result of powers of the Soul. Indeed, this is what allows us to focus on 
specific sensations. Such an ability to focus is not indicative of a passive receptivity, but of an outward 
act of obtaining information about something of our choosing. Intuitively, it is difficult for us to conceive 
of our faculties obtaining information without receiving some impulse from the objects we perceive. Yet 
when we perceive, we are Acting not receiving. 


Our considerations of sight are equally applicable to hearing. The sound is impressed upon the air (not 
the Soul). The Soul then uses its power of hearing to actively obtain this information from the air. The 
same is true for taste and smell. The events which produce them are distinct from our power to 
ascertain them. The final phase of this process is the judgement of this information, and each phase is 
distinct. 


The apprehension of Intellectual things has no relation to the process of impressions (like a seal on wax). 
Apprehension of The Ideal Forms leads Soul inwards, the complete opposite of the Sensible objects 
which Soul must seek out externally (l.e. via sensations). The Soul's apprehension of Intellectual entities 
are its self-contained and self-directed Acts. As such they are of a higher order than sensations of 
Sensible objects. Whether or not the Soul can apprehend itself as though it were a second object, and 
whether or not Soul perceives a difference between Intelect and itself will be addressed in a different 
discussion. 


4.6.3 Memory as a Faculty of the Soul 

Now that we have addresses Sensory perceptions, we must move on the Memory. Although Memory is 
a remarkable thing, we shouldn't be surprised to find it as a Power of Soul. The Soul is able to perceive 
of things without receiving anything from them. The secret to this power is that Soul itself is the Reason 
for all things in the Sensible World. Soul marks the terminus of the purely Intellectual, and is the last 
purely Intellectual Being. In turn, it is the Primal Reason for the Sensible World. As such, Soul mediates 
between the Intellectual and the Sensible. Soul is empowered by its link with the Intellectual, and 
hypnotized by its link with the Sensible. The Soul mistakes the Real Beings of Intellect with their 
manifestations in the Sensible World, and it descends in a misguided attempt to join with them. Because 
Soul sits at the boundary of both spheres, it is aware of them both. 


Soul apprehends the Intellectual Beings via the Memory, and is said to recognize them when it 
encounters them. Soul remembers the Intellectual Beings because it is one of them. Thus, Soul does not 
know them relationally, but knows them as though it possessed them for itself. Indeed, Soul knows 
them in the same way that we know about ourselves. Yet Soul's knowledge of Intellect is less precise, as 
it is a step removed. Still, Soul facilitates manifesting Intellect's Potentialities (i.e. the Ideal Forms) into 
Actualities (i.e.) the Variant Manifestations of each Ideal Form generated by Soul), and comes to 
remember them more clearly in the process. 


Soul interacts with the Sensible world in a similar fashion. By relating Sensible Objects to the Ideal Forms 
that Soul remembers, Soul IIluminates the Ideal Forms Sensibly. In this process they become perceptible. 
We can see this in the period after a Soul focuses its attention wholly onto one object. After such 
intense focus, the Soul remains affected by the object even when it is no longer physically present. For 
this Reason, children have superior Memories to adults. They freely let their focus linger on the things 
that they perceive, and are less distractable by their surroundings. Inversely, people whose minds are 
focused on many things at once do not focus on any of them for very long. 


If Memories were Impressions made upon the Soul, then the addition of new Memories should not 
affect our ability to recall them. Indeed, if a Memory stored an Impression of something, it would have 
no need to recall anything. Why recall something when it is immediately present? Further, a theory 
which holds that Memories are impressions in the Soul will be unable to explain how we can temporarily 
forget and then re-remember something. 


The fact that practice improves our Memory is evidence that Memory is a power of the Soul. Just as 
practicing physical movements improves our Body's ability in said movement, rehearsing information 
improves our Memory of said information. What else could explain the fact that it is difficult to 
remember something if we only hear it once or twice? What about hearing something often solidifies it 
into our Memory? Impressions do not offer us a solution. Even if we only got a partial Impression of 
something each time we heard it, we would still expect to retain the part of the impression we did 


receive without difficulty. Further, Memories don't seem to come back to us in parts, but rather are 
recollected all at once. This shows that when we remember, we are merely evoking a power that is 
already dormant within Soul. In the exercise of the Soul's faculty of Memory, we invest our efforts into 
recalling one or more things. 


Consider also that Memory does not only bring back the specific details that we seek. Associated ideas 
and events are offered up as well, as though they are pulled by the same reference index. Recalling one 
Memory that is related to others will recall them all. The only explanation is that our Memories are 
strengthened via such associations. 


Another argument against Memories being impressions within Soul is that it implies a weakness in Soul. 
Soul must be receptive, passively, to Memories in such an explanation. We would then expect that the 
more passively we receive a Memory, the stronger it's impression should be. Yet we find exactly the 
contrary. No exerted effort to master some skill has made someone's Memory worse. The same is true 
for Sense perceptions. The weaker the organ, the weaker our Sensory perceptions. This is demonstrated 
in that the old and weak have worse Senses and Memory. Finally, since we have shown that Sensations 
are not impressions within the Soul, we can definitively say that Memories are not the retention of such 
impressions. 


Our objectors may have questions. If Memory is a faculty of the Soul, and if Memory's use is the 
Actualization of this power's Potential, then why does it take some amount of time for us to recollect 
something? Why don't we remember all at once upon the utilization of this faculty? The answer is that it 
takes us time to assume command over this faculty and use it to seek the Memory in question. In fact, 
this is true of every faculty of the Soul that we attempt to focus, although some are more quickly and 
easily directed. 


Further, different people are better trained and suited to different mental tasks. Those with a great 
ability to retain a Memory can ironically be very slow to recall them. They are independent skills. A 
person who is good at wrestling is rarely also great at running. Each discipline involves different 
activities which favor different Body types. Of course, physical prowess need not imply mental 
weakness. What physical thing could affect a purely passive mental act? To that end, the incorporeal 
Soul has no Magnitude, which decisively proves that Memories are not impressions within it. There is no 
Magnitude in which for an impression to reside. 


As a final note, we emphasize that the mechanisms of the Soul are quite different from the surface level 
observations we often hear among the common population. They over-rely on faulty analogies to 
physical interactions, and the consequences are serios misconceptions. Thus, they imagine our Memory 
works in the same way that we preserve images onto paper drawings or wooden carvings. Whether they 
hold that the Soul is corporeal (i.e. Stoics) or incorporeal (i.e. Peripatetics), those who hold that 
Memories are impressions in the Soul are equally in error. 


